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The small hamlet of Shangba is a tiny jumbled collection of houses sitting in the lush green paddy fields and hills of southern China.

It sounds idyllic, but many of the locals are dying after drinking polluted water. 

Shangba has become one of the country's growing number of what have been called "cancer villages". A broad river runs to the side of the village, its shallow waters rippling over smooth stones. In the past the villagers relied on the river for drinking water, and to irrigate their crops. 

[image: image1.png]What they did not know was that mines further upstream were dumping their waste into it. And they're still doing it, there is a thick red residue at the water's edge. 

Walk along the little paths that wind their way through the paddy fields outside the village and many of the streams that you pass are a rusty orange colour. 

Scientist Chen Nengchang has been studying the cause and effects of the pollution on the village. He has found high levels of poisonous heavy metals in the water. He believes there is a direct connection between incidences of cancer and mining in the area. 

His team is working on ways to make the village's rice crop resistant to some of the chemicals in the river. "The mines are producing heavy metals which have polluted this area" he said. 

"Cleaning it up will take years and really we have a huge job on our hands. We have managed to get the authorities to supply clean drinking water, but there's still a long way to go," he said. 

For many villagers it is too late. One campaigning Chinese newspaper said 250 people from the village's population of 3,000 have died of cancer since 1987. 

Wang Yan lost her mother and husband to cancer last year. "The disease destroyed them," she said. "They just got weaker and weaker until they couldn't go on any longer. Now I am left here trying to get by as best I can and look after the children" 

The office of Shangba's local Communist Party official, He Shouming, looks as though it has not changed for decades. Old photos of comrades gone by are still on the wall. But Mr He is a man rapidly losing faith in the party. "We have appealed to the mine and to senior officials to stop this," he said. 

"But so far nothing has happened. I have one family of three young children who have lost their mother and father. Our rice crops have failed because of the polluted water. What am I supposed to do? We can't afford to move, so we are stuck here." This is a situation repeated across China. Some 320 million people drink polluted water every day. 

The government has promised to take action. Last year it pledged to spend billions of dollars to bring clean water to 160 million farmers by 2010. But that would still leave many more without fresh supplies. The reality is that the government it having to play catch-up. For the past three decades successive administrations have put economic growth ahead of the environment. 

And now it is the residents of Shangba, and thousands of other villages up and down the country, who are paying the price. 

China's "Cancer Villages" Pay Heavy Price for Economic Progress 
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…Liukuaizhuang village which, along with neighboring Xiditou village in Tianjin municipality 120 kilometers (75 miles) southeast of Beijing, rose from poor areas into economic "successes" after scores of chemical factories moved in two decades ago.

But the industry that brought the villages wealth and employment also ended up destroying the environment and is widely believed to have ultimately cost the health and lives of many residents.

Locals say over 200 residents in the two villages have been diagnosed with diseases including bone, lung, liver and breast cancers, while a handful of children are suffering from leukemia.

A report on the People's Daily website, quoting Tianjin health authorities, said the rates of cancer in Liukuaizhuang and Xiditou were 1,313 and 2,032 per 100,000 people, way above the national average of 70 per 100,000 people.

According to the report, high levels of bacteria, fluoride and cancer-causing hydroxybenzene that exceeded government limits have been found in Liukuaizhuang's water.

Even after the government ordered scores of polluting factories to close and declared the local water safe enough to drink, smaller factories continue to operate secretly as local officials turn a blind eye, villagers say.

Residents say they are simply helpless to fight the factories or seek compensation as they have no legal recourse.

Xu Kezhu, from the China Politics and Law University's Environmental Pollution Victim Support Center, said the group had been trying to help residents sue factories but none of the cases had been accepted by the courts.

Despite receiving national media attention, the lack of evidence remains a problem as local government officials pressure doctors into staying silent over the link between pollution and the high cancer rate, villagers say.

Factory owners and wealthier residents have mostly moved out of the area, yet for those who are too poor to move, every day is just another depressing reminder that pain and death are never far away.

Liang Shuli, a Xiditou resident whose five-year-old son was diagnosed with leukemia, said villagers had no choice but to suffer.

"There is no way out for us, we are still drinking that water," Liang said. "Where do we get the money to buy mineral water?"

…Another villager who only wanted to be identified by his surname of Lui was one of the luckier ones as he could afford to move his family to escape the chronic pollution and only comes home occasionally. 

"This is the river where we used to swim as boys," sighed Lui, looking behind his backyard to the waterway that is now clogged up with industrial waste. 

"Our village used to be known as the home to fish and rice -- now look at it." 

Reports of "cancer villages" have become increasingly frequent across China, a brutal legacy of the environmental and health woes that have accompanied the nation's past 25 years of economic growth. 

Xu said her center alone was dealing with 70 such cases, although she was unable to provide statistics on how many villages across China had been similarly affected. 

In Liukuaizhuang, with unemployment high amid economy stagnation following the closures of the chemical factories, locals are left to lament on the false dawn that China's industrial reforms brought them. 

"Before, you were poor but you had health. And health surely is the most precious thing," Lui said.
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Residents of Linfen in Shanxi province wear masks to protect themselves from the air they breathe. By some official calculations, the death rate here is 10 times higher than China's normal mortality rate.

Qiao Xiaoling lost both her husband and her son to cancer, and she worries about the health of her 3-year-old grandson.

A heavy haze of pollutants hangs in the air in Linfen at all times, irritating residents' eyes and throats.

Linfen face a losing battle while corralling coal dust into heaps as trucks hurtle past.

 

 All Things Considered, May 22, 2007 · According to the World Bank, 16 of the world's 20 most polluted cities are in China. The industrial revolution transforming the world's most populous country is also destroying its environment. China is now the world's second-largest emitter of carbon dioxide, the main gas linked to global warming, and it is set to overtake the United States in 2009, a decade earlier than previously predicted. 

A visit to Shanxi province's Linfen, the city that has topped China's pollution charts for the past three years, demonstrates the factors contributing to China's rise in greenhouse gases. 

At 7:30 a.m. on Linfen's streets, it feels more like the middle of the night because it is still dark and drivers need their headlights on in order to navigate the haze of pollutants. People are going to work, and many are wearing face masks in a desperate attempt to protect themselves against the air they breathe.

'We've Ruined Mother Nature'

The hospital is one of the busiest places in town, and the respiratory diseases department is the busiest of all.

Every day, there are too many patients to count here, says textile worker Sun Haixia. She has accompanied her grandmother, who is suffering from a chronic cough, to the hospital. The air pollution affects everybody, she says. 

"We've pushed our environment to its limits," Sun says.

One of the reasons for this environmental degradation is clear in Beilu village on the city's outskirts. Coal, which is the mainstay of the local economy, heats the brick bungalows here. The air is acrid and sulfurous, making residents' eyes sting and their throats dry and scratchy. Piles of snow on the ground are black from coal dust. 

Cancer, Other Diseases Take Toll

The local doctor, Zhang Keguan, says Beilu is known locally as "the cancer village."

Of the approximately 1,000 people in the area, Zhang says at least 20 people have died from cancer recently, while three or four are still suffering from the disease. And most who died in recent years were young — just 30 or 40 years old, he says.

The anecdotal evidence of a high death rate is backed up by a government research project by a scientist who didn't want to be interviewed. Figures show the normal death rate in China is six per 1,000 each year. In the most polluted parts of Linfen, for those ages 55 and older, that rate has risen to 61 per 1,000 each year.

For Qiao Xiaoling, such bald statistics disguise the terrible pain of loss. Her husband died four years ago from leukemia. Then lung cancer claimed her 34-year-old son. As she minds her 3-year-old grandson, she admits she doesn't know what caused their illnesses.

Economic Development vs. Environmental Degradation

Trucks transporting coal thunder past her house 24 hours a day. About a half-mile from Beilu village, there's a coke oven, a coal-processing plant, a power station and a pharmaceutical factory. The village is located in a natural basin that traps pollutants. And the shallow village wells are polluted, too. 

But officials like Wang Jinglong from the Shanxi Environmental Protection Agency admit that polluting factories play a vital role in China's development.

"If we closed all Linfen's polluting factories, the environment would clear up. The water would still be polluted, but the air would be better. But then a new problem would emerge — how would people afford to eat?" Wang says.

He says the government has closed 40 coke ovens in Linfen in the past year alone and is determined to do more. But on the ground, there is still a real feeling of discontent.

Pollution Outsourcing Plagues China

The people in Linfen feel abandoned and bitter: They think cleaning up environmental pollution should be a priority, a view shared by 93 percent of the residents of Shanxi province, according to a recent government survey. But 91 percent of city mayors in the province fear environmental measures would harm economic progress. It is a sign of a gulf dividing China's citizens from those who govern them. 

Some, however, argue that the problem isn't just China's, but a consequence of globalization and the outsourcing of pollution. The United States, for example, has shut down many of its coke plants and transferred that production to developing countries, such as China. 

Figures from researchers at MIT show that in 1970, China produced less than 10 percent of the world's coke. Now, that figure has risen to about 50 percent, while American and European coke production has declined. 

Gap Widens Between Haves and Have-Nots

In China, these polluting industries are making some people rich. That much is clear in a grimy car showroom on the outskirts of Linfen. Manager Wang Hongsheng says sales are growing here at some of the fastest rates in China — about 20 percent a year.

More cars will emit more pollutants. And as the average standard of living rises, China's thirst for energy grows. So it's opening a new coal-fired power plant a week, leading again to more polluting emissions.
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